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OWENS, Mazie
INTERVIEWEE
Interviewer: Michael Cooke
Louise Pettus Archives and Special Collections
Winthrop University
Interview # 204
Interviewed: May 17, 1984
Transcribed: August 3, 2021
MP3 File of cassette recording
Length: 00:22:59
Abstract: In her interview with Michael Cooke, Mazie Owens discusses her experience and
efforts to encourage the black community to register to vote in South Carolina. Mrs.
Owens details her involvement in the efforts to assist people with the process of voter
registration and the obstacles that black people faced with the Jim Crow laws, as well as
the Progressive Democratic Party and the Democratic Party.
* This is an edited transcript. Our transcription guidelines are available upon request/on our
website.
Time
00:00:00

Keyword
MC: Today is May 17, 1986 and I’m conducting an interview with Mrs.
Mazie Owens of Mullins, South Carolina. Mrs. Owens can you give us a brief
sketch about your life? Your birthdate, your birth place, your education and
your occupation?
MO: I’m a house wife for occupation. Born 1909, December 1.

00:00:31

MC: Ok. Were you born in Mullins?
MO: Born and bred in Mullins.

00:00:36

MC: When did you first become interested in politics?
MO: Must have been 19…

00:00:47

MC: During the World War II era or maybe before or were you active in
school politics?
MO: Right then. In World War II.

00:00:54

MC: During World War II. What struck you about why you should be active
and more concerned about politics?
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MO: Because I was interested in my people.
00:01:07

MC: Ok. What was taking place at that time as far as affecting black people
in the area?
MO: They were prevented from voting. They were prevented from going to the
bathroom. So many things I could name.

00:01:21

MC: Just because of Jim Crow? Everything was segregated. You had black
bathroom, white bathrooms, and so many other areas. But basically just in
general the system of Jim Crow in general was the problem.
MO: Jim Crow, yes. Segregated, exactly. Right. Correct. Correct. Yes.

00:01:37

MC: Did you think that politics could resolve that problem and help break
down the walls of Jim Crow?
MO: Yes.

00:01:43

MC: You felt that way? What led you to think that way? What things were
happening in your mind that said politics is a possible solution to the
problem of dealing with Jim Crow?
MO: Our first Senator, he told us that. He told us the effect that we could have on
our lives, city, and people. If we were to register, everybody, and get them to
vote.

00:02:12

MC: And who was this politician who urged blacks to vote? What was his
name?
MO: Grady Carmichael.

00:02:22

MC: [misunderstands] Grady Carmmick?
MO: Grady Carmichael.

00:02:24

MC: Was he black or was he white?
MO: Yes. He was black. He was black.

00:02:27

MC: What was his occupation?
MO: He was a barber.

00:02:30

MC: He was a barber? Did he have economic independence from whites?

Page 2 of 13

Oral History Transcript

OH-204

MO: I don’t know.
00:02:36

MC: Did he have white clientele come to his barber shop?
MO: No.

00:02:40

MC: It was primarily black. So in other words he made his living from
serving blacks. So maybe that might have given him some protection from
economic reprisal because that might have happened otherwise. If he didn’t
have that type of situation to fall back on.
MO: Black, right. Right.

00:02:58

MC: What kind of man was he? Can you remember what type of man he
was?
MO: Yes. He was very intelligent man. Very intelligent man, good church man.

00:03:06

MC: Good church man.
MO: Very good church man.

00:03:07

MC: What denomination did he belong to?
MO: AME Zion Church

00:03:12

MC: Oh AME? He was an AME. Was he an officer from the AME or was he
just a member? He was a member.
MO: That I don’t know. I just don’t know that. I’m sure he was a member.

00:03:23

MC: What type of political ideas did he believe in?
MO: [inquiring noise]

00:03:28

MC: What type of political ideas did he believe in, in terms of did he believe
that blacks should be equal to whites?
MO: Right. Right.

00:03:38

MC: Did he feel that blacks should wait until another day or…?
MO: He said ‘Now was the time.’ Then he encouraged us when we went to vote.
The man would always say were going fishing. Twice I did. The third time I got
my certificate. The third time I got my certificate. I went twice to Marion. So then
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when we got this Senator, he wasn’t in the House then, he had the books brought
to Mullins. That’s the time that I got my certificate.
00:04:11

MC: What was the name of this Representative?
MO: He was Senator Ralph Gatsby when he died because he left the House and
went to the Senate.

00:04:17

MC: So the United States Senate?
MO: Yes.
MC: Or was that the South Carolina Senate?
MO: [pause for thought] I don’t know. He was Senator [laughs] that’s all I know.

00:04:28

MC: Ok. Well anyway he was very influential in the area.
MO: Very much so!

00:04:34

MC: Why? Was he white?
MO: Yes. He was white.

00:04:37

MC: He was white. Now he’s talking about taking the registration books
down so that blacks would have greater accessibility to those books?
MO: Right. That’s right.

00:04:45

MC: When was he talking about doing this?
MO: He said—that must be in 1948, I believe it was.

00:04:52

MC: So that’s before the ‘50s.
MO: Yes. Yes.

00:04:54

MC: So that’s very courageous on his part.
MO: It was real good. Yes. He would…

00:05:01

MC: Was he known as a liberal? Was he ever thought to be a liberal?
MO: No. No. He was just…I think he was with us. Why they got rid of him. You
know you can’t reach but so far; but a white can for a black. Because the whites
will cut you down. They will pull you out. It’s what they did to him and he was
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one of the best, I want this to go on record, Senator that we have ever had. We
will never get another one. He’s living right on, I go see him on occasions and
have a talk with him. Because his sight is very bad, he’s not well. He would stand
with you but he wanted you to be right. He would stand with you. You all you
have to work hard for this thing. So it will have to take a whole lot. He said just
don’t get yourself upset and mad. Always talk intelligent back to them if they say
something other than you talk intelligent. I went running—not me just the three
ladies or four of us. Four of us. We got the blacks registered. I don’t know who
does it now because the younger people have a different method you know. So
many is not registered now. That’s what our Party was for. Then we formed this
Democratic Party. It was very successful and it was getting—there were too many
blacks in it.
00:06:34

MC: The Progressive Democratic Party?
MO: Yes indeed. We had a big one right here in Mullins, South Carolina.

00:06:39

MC: Who were some of the leaders of the Progressive Democratic Party?
MO: Well we had some whites and some blacks.

00:06:45

MC: Were whites actually members of the Progressive Democratic Party?
MO: Exactly! We had it right in Mullins.

00:06:50

MC: Were they on the public record that they were members?
MO: Yes. Yes and the two, I believe it must have been, or one went up for
chairman the first two years. You know how white people are. And another
Rosaline Mason, she wanted to be chairman for the next two years because we
were having it every two years. She—they got mad at each other. You know that
split in the Party? Mrs. Mamie Lee Smith she was Treasurer and Mrs. Louise
Sheryl was Secretary. We had quite a—

00:07:22

MC: Was that the regular Democratic Party or the—
MO: [noise of dissent]
MC: Was that the regular Democratic Party?
MO: [sounding angry] Well, what is the difference in the Progressive—
MC: Well, John—you know John McCray’s Party? Of the ‘40s and the early
‘50s?
MO: [noise of dissent]
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MC: You’re not familiar with that Party?
MO: No.

00:07:38

MC: Ok. The Progressive Democratic Party was a—this is before blacks
were allowed to become part of the regular Democratic Party. Let’s say
around ’44 to around ’48 somewhere around there. Were you in Mullins
between ’44 and ’48?
MO: No, not before.

00:07:57

MC: Oh. Where were you at that time?
MO: We were in Mullins but we didn’t have our Party going.

00:08:01

MC: I see. Were any blacks active in politics before trying to get into the
Democratic Party? Were there people sponsoring voter registration drives?
MO: No. No. No. There weren’t.

00:08:16

MC: What about the barber, what was his name McMichael?
MO: I tell you people were afraid. He just had a few women step out with him.
Just like we have today. Right now we don’t have too much male leadership. We
have one boy going out now, young man. He’s having to kick off our church at
night, this afternoon. I believe he’ll be a good one. [mumble] God I don’t know
why I can’t [unclear] Mr. Grays. [mumble, unclear] Well I finished with that one.

00:08:55

MC: Ok so you—let’s see. You were never a member of the Progressive
Democratic Party?
MO: Yes.
MC: Yes or no?
MO: I don’t know! What do you mean by progressive?

00:09:06

MC: Ok. The Progressive Democratic Party was a party formed by John
McCray following the Waring decisions.
MO: No. No, no. I don’t know anything about that.

00:09:15

MC: You don’t know the Waring decisions?
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MO: No. No, no. No. We just had a Democratic Party. That’s all we had in
Mullins. In fact we just had a branch.
00:09:29

MC: Were many of the leaders black of this Party or were they primarily
white?
MO: Pretty male. Primarily all of them were black. Practically speaking. Yes.

00:09:41

MC: So did you take part in any voter registration efforts? Did you have
voter education drives?
MO: Yes.

00:09:49

MC: Oh. Talk about some of those activities.
MO: Yes. That’s what was my job! I took part in that and I would take them to
the poll. I would go around in the country and get them and carry them to the
registration poll to get them registered. If that’s what you mean. I would take
them there, I still do that when I run across or get me a load that has not
registered, or maybe they [unclear] or the certificate is outdated or what not. I
would take them and get a duplicate form or what not. I do that now. That used
to—we used to do that on almost a daily basis because we had so many people
that were not registered. We had so many people who you had to almost preach a
sermon to, to get them to register. Some had registered and not used their
certificate.

00:10:44

MC: Why they were—was it apathy or fear of economic reprisal? What was
the reason for so many blacks being deterred to—
MO: I don’t—well they lost confidence in the people. The candidate or what not
or whoever not would say they were going to do something. ‘We are going to do
so and so’ it never could come to pass. Give you the run around. There’s no use in
voting because they are going to do what they want to do. You know that’s the
attitude of blacks, you know that. But I do hope we’ll come out of that because
I’m not able to do things I used to do but I want to see it progress right on.

00:11:19

MC: Was…so you were—you had some mixed success in terms of trying to
registering blacks to vote. How did you go about trying to get people to vote?
Did you go knock door to door…?
MO: Door to door. Door to door. Door to door. Sit down and try to explain to
them because you couldn’t go in there sit down ‘I want you to get your
registration. I want you to go out and vote’. You can’t do it that easy, not with us.
You have to explain it to them and tell them the reason. You have to make some
deep points to them. You have to let them know that you do believe that. That’s
what I usually do that now. Some people just won’t go. I said no. I said go. I said
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you know what you just have to scare him with me. Whether you can do it good
or not scare him to death. I said ‘because if he see you going out in big—in force I
said he going to move. He is going to move up too.’ Because our black people
will not go, you have to go get them. [unclear] General people.
00:12:26

MC: And that was true especially for the ‘40s and ‘50s.
MO: Yes. Very much so. If you did not go at them…I would stay home that day
before the time to go to the poll. That night I would hardly sleep. I would call
different ones and that day before I would start the job. I would call them and get
them lined up. I would see who I had to go and pick up at nine or ten or what not
what hour. Then if I had—I’d carry them every load and I had another load
waiting and [unclear] had her load, I’d send her. We’d just work together
beautifully. She would go and get a load maybe when I got there I would take that
load that she first got out there and we’d just work together.

00:13:12

MC: What about the people once they got to the registration office? What
type of reception did the electoral officials give them?
MO: Well, I’ll tell you what. There they don’t normally do quite as bad because
I’ll tell you what. They had a few blacks up there too. They didn’t do them as bad.
Most of the time that we would try to get a precinct manager who was black
because we did have a chance to pick them if we wanted to. So when we got that
then we could—well the law says you can send two people under there with that
person if you want to. That didn’t change that.

00:13:57

MC: But how soon did—when did that happen that you were able to find
black registers? When were the first black registers evident?
MO: Oh, I don’t—I can’t tell. Well I know we did all this work in ’48.

00:14:20

MC: Were black registrants…
MO: Yes. We were registering them then. That’s when we started it. That’s when
we started. They didn’t actually—[person in background] excuse me.

00:14:33

MC: We’ll stop a second. [recording paused.]

00:14:37

MC: Ok. We’re resuming the interview. You mentioned that there were
black registration officials. Can you give us an approximation of when they
were present? When were the first black registration officials evident?
MO: What do you mean? The precinct manager and what not?

00:15:02

MC: No not the precinct manager, the registration officials. Or are you
saying that there were black precinct managers?
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MO: Oh yes. That’s what I was saying.
00:15:12

MC: Oh I see. So we’re not talking about the same thing. You’re talking
about precinct managers not registration officials.
MO: Yes. Well, we had one or two ladies who used to register the people.

00:15:29

MC: Were they black?
MO: Yes. One of them.

00:15:31

MC: When was that?
MO: That was about ten years ago.

00:15:36

MC: Oh. So it was fairly recent development. So it was not during the ‘40s
and ‘50s.
MO: Recently. No it was not. Oh no! [laughs] No.

00:15:42

MC: What was the reaction of those officials when they saw blacks trying to
register to vote for the first time? What was their response? Just as kind of
an opinion, but how did you think—when you were bringing these people to
their office?
MO: You had to pick up…when they first went to register?

00:16:01

MC: Yes.
MO: That was the most pitiful thing I’ve ever seen. You had to read not the
Constitution, you had to read a big law book that thick. I did. You had to read so
much of that book and then if it weren’t to their satisfaction then you didn’t get
your certificate then.

00:16:22

MC: It wasn’t the Constitution. You’re talking about a law book?
MO: It wasn’t the Constitution because I know I picked it up. I said—and a black
man would go in to get his and they were letting him get it. Now, you can’t stand
up there and read [chair being moved] there’s the woman or man sitting here.
Now you could not stand up there and read it to save your life. You weren’t able
to pick it up. You had to read it laying on that table. A man put in there, they
didn’t get them not like a woman so…I was behind a gentleman and this time
he’ll tell you, James Ronald Armstrong, he was put on City Counsel and I—he
couldn’t—
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MC: So you not only have to be able to read and right but you have to see it.
[laughs]
MO: That’s what I’m saying. So then well he went to pick up the book and she
went ‘no, no.’ But now a woman, they didn’t treat them quite as harsh. They
would read like a, I would say, a first or second grade book, they didn’t accept
that. That’s the same time I got my registration certificate. When I got that I was
just boiling. I don’t know. I said ‘Lord, please calm me. Please calm me’. I just
had some—when I got there the man was sitting there and I just grabbed the book
right over. He was sitting here and I just picked the book up and I read it. I went
on. He said ‘that’s enough, that’s enough. I heard it.’ I heard him the first time. I
read that whole page before I turn over that book. I surly did! When I read the
page, he sat down and said ‘Are you a retired teacher?’ I said ‘No, indeed’. That
was a man I was talking to and I got mine. That’s when I got mine.

00:18:21

MC: What about others that you tried to take to that office?
MO: I took them. They—

00:18:26

MC: What were their experiences?
MO: The same identical thing happened to all of us.

00:18:30

MC: Which was?
MO: But when they found out that we—the more you went and was rejected, I
think the madder you got inward and that pushed them to go. So then we went and
we could get women to go but the men, we could hardly get them to go. Because
a man doesn’t have the same temper as a woman, I don’t believe. There was
something wrong.

00:18:56

MC: There was something humiliating about the experience.
MO: Exactly. They go ‘oh you can’t read.’ You can’t read’ and what not and no
man reads like a woman. Very few. Very few men read like a woman. I don’t care
how much education you have, he’s a slow reader. If he know it he’s a slow
reader but a woman can pick it up and almost say it like a recitation.
MC: Ok. [laughs] I wont comment on that.
MO: [Laughs loudly] So everything’s a little bit better.

00:19:27

MC: So you were—who were some of the people in this area who were very
active in voter registration? Can you name people who helped take people to
the polls?
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MO: Yes! Yes, I can name them. That’s easy. Let me see. Now a days or do you
mean way back?
00:19:43

MC: Way back.
MO: Oh well…

00:19:45

MC: Living and dead.
MO: Living and dead?

00:19:46

MC: Yes.
MO: Well, Mrs. Heul Samming [spelling?], she was number one, I would say.
She’s dead. Syler Griffin, Nesuelle [spelling?] Owens, Mrs. Mildred Smith, Mrs.
Thelma Graves. Well I can’t tell no, not everyone but we had quite a few.

00:20:06

MC: Were there 20 or more?
MO: [inquiring noise]
MC: Were there 20 or more? What about men?
MO: I don’t believe there was that many.

00:20:13

MC: What about men? Were any men helping with going door to door?
MO: I’m sorry I didn’t see any.

00:20:18

MC: The men didn’t want to do that?
MO: They didn’t do it. Didn’t want to. [laughs] They wouldn’t do it.

00:20:23

MC: What did they do?
MO: They didn’t anything but stand around and talk. We called a city council
citizens meeting one time because I wanted to talk to all the Councilmen along
with the citizens about the posting of pictures and we couldn’t get a man to go out
there. We were up there, the place was just packed. Couldn’t get standing room
but the women. The men said they came down there standing up on the street and
wanted to know what did they do up there. That’s the point, they should have
been there. So therefore—

00:20:55

MC: When did that type of thing happen? Can you give us a rough date
when that might have…? Can you give us a rough time period?
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MO: [inquiring noise] No I can’t remember.
00:21:04

MC: Was it ‘40s, late ‘40s, early ‘50s, mid ‘50s, late—
MO: That was somewhere in the ‘60s.

00:21:12

MC: Oh late ‘60s.
MO: [laughs] I think that was ‘60s.

00:21:17

MC: Ok. I think we have discussed many of the issues. I can’t think of any
other thing to ask you at this point. I think we’ve talked about the
impediments—the obstacles that prevented blacks from having—trying to
prevent blacks from having a part in politics. I think that’s basically all the
issues. Well I appreciate your cooperation.
MO: anything I left out?

00:21:44

MC: Oh no. There’s no such thing as left out. You know what you know and
some people—
MO: But you can’t remember everything!

00:21:51

MC: Oh no. If somebody asked me some questions about some experiences I
had, I wouldn’t be able to remember either. But I thank you for cooperation.
MO: I tell you I just…I don’t know why but I wish our younger people now could
have the nerve or the sense I would say because they have more education but
they don’t use it.

00:22:16

MC: Well maybe this will help in that regard. Maybe we’ll tell them about
what helped them get in a position where they are and maybe that will make
them more sensitive and more energetic.
MO: Yes. That’s what I’m saying. They need it. They need it. Our people it’s—
we have a few outstanding men but a very few. Now, Milton Troy I’ll give it to
him. They removed our school name, that was First Palmetto School—

00:2249

MC: I’m going to—
MO: And did you know they took that name off. I said why? I can’t…but they
won’t tell you—

00:22:57

MC: Ok. Well we will stop now.
MO: We had—
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Recording stopped. End of Interview.
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